2.   WILLIAM  TYNDALE
have obscured the fame of the pioneer. The followers often did
this quite deliberately, albeit with no evil intent. In 1525
unauthorized translation of the Bible into English was still
forbidden, and Tyndale's adversaries asserted that he had
deliberately made his version false, in order that his heresies
might seem the Word of God. Later, when translation had
been sanctioned, editors found it necessary, for a time, to
conceal their debt to Tyndale. If the cause for which Tyndale
had given his life were to triumph, it became important
that his name should not be connected with versions which,
while professedly by others, were mainly his. And so, at last,
his name became separated from his work. Tyndale, whose care
was much for the cause, and little for himself, would have been
the last to complain. But the result has been great confusion
in the history of the English language and of English prose.
The very excellent scholars who were responsible for fixing the
text of the Authorized Version of the English Bible in the reign
of James I are constantly spoken of as 'the translators', and
their virtues have been sung by a succession of professors of
English. These revisers of the Authorized Version had indeed
many virtues, but above all they had that great and rare virtue
of not meddling with what was too good to be improved. They
were the last of a long series of revisers who had based their work
on Tyndale, with comparatively little modification: for indeed,
where one reviser had altered Tyndale's wording, his successor
had often returned to the original. And Tyndale had fixed
the pattern upon which they had all alike worked.
It seems certain that the Bible as we now read it in the
Authorized Version has had, and will continue to have, more
influence upon the English language and upon English prose
style than any other book. All the more important therefore
is it to realize that we owe it, not to the seventeenth but to the
sixteenth century, to Tyndale, and to a less extent to his
followers, especially to Coverdale. And these writers were not
themselves innovators in style or language. They wrote the
cclean English' which had come down to them from an earlier
day. So that the tradition of our English language and of
English style is an older one than we usually think.